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Abstract 
This study was designed to examine the effect of pre-task planning (strategic planning) on the 
complexity and accuracy of task-based oral performance with the decision-making task type 
among 40 Iranian EFL learners majoring in Teaching English as a Foreign Language (TEFL) at 
Islamic Azad University-Maragheh Branch. Performing the same task type, the experimental 
group was provided with a 10-minute planning time before task performance whereas the control 
group was given a zero-planning time. To measure the complexity and accuracy of the 
participants’ oral production, their performance was transcribed. Later, the collected data were 
coded for the two dimensions of oral production based on the established criteria. Two 
independent samples t-tests were run to compare the participants’ oral performance. The findings 
reveal that pre-task planning has a positive effect on complexity whereas no positive effect is 
evident in the accuracy of learners’ oral performance. The findings of this study is beneficial for 
materials development experts and language teachers because providing learners with the 
opportunity to plan before task performance may assist learners to produce language which is 
more complex. 
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1-Introduction  
A methodological approach consisting of present-practice-produce (PPP) has been employed 
in traditional language teaching. This approach implies that leading learners from controlled to 
automatic use of new language features is feasible by means of text-manipulation exercises 
(Ellis, 2003). However, PPP approaches to language teaching have become less and less 
powerful. As Skehan (1989) notes, impressive evidence does not support such an approach and 
levels of success in conventional foreign language learning tend to be poor. Furthermore, the 
underlying theory for a PPP approach has now been discredited (Skehan, 1989).  
In recent years, a contrasting approach to language learning has appeared which emphasizes 
the fact that the learners’ language development is not and cannot be determined through 
teaching (Ellis, 1994). Therefore, the processes by which the learner operates are ‘natural’ 
processes. In tandem, teachers developed meaning-based activities and researches investigated 
patterns of interaction which proposed a task-based approach to foreign language instruction. In 
this approach, the learning process is seen as one of learning through doing, and the primary 
focus is on meaning. Tasks generally resemble to real-life language use, and success in the task 
is judged in terms of achievement of an outcome (Skehan, 1989). 
Admittedly, tasks do not resemble activities which people interact through and negotiate 
meaning by. Interactions entailed from task performance can create meaningful situations which 
correspond to situationally authentic interactions (Bachman, 1991). It is acknowledged that task 
performance derives interlanguage changes by causing learners to attend to and retain 
information about the target language as they use it (Ellis, 2001; Swain, 1995). Accordingly, 
teachers can deliberately choose task design and performance conditions to guide a learner’s 
focus of attention to particular aspects of the language being learned (Tavakoli & Foster, 2008).   
A more recent trend within communicative approaches has been to consider how attention 
can be profitably channeled through making the instructional choices (Schmidt, 1990). It is 
assumed that learners possess limited capacities of attention; that the various language 
production and comprehension elements compete for such limited capacities; and attention to 
one area may be at the expense of other areas. In this regard, the choice between attention to 
form and attention to meaning plays a central role (Foster & Skehan, 1999). 
A number of researchers (e.g., Crooks, 1989; Doughty, 1991; Fotos & Ellis, 1991; Willis, 
1996) have proposed the ways as to how some attention may be focused on form. One of the 
most fascinating areas for such research concerns the role of pre-task (strategic planning), an 
area which has been the spotlight of both theoreticians and practitioners. Ellis (2005) claims that 
learners’ limitations of their working memory are alleviated through pre-task planning which 
allows learners to attend to form while they are primarily conveying the message. To put it 
simply, pre-task planning creates a context in which learners are provided with the opportunity to 
map form onto meaning through available linguistic knowledge that is not yet automatized (Ellis, 
2005). In effect, planned second language (L2) discourse should push learners to extend what 
they are capable of saying (Foster & Skehan, 1999).  
Consequently, the present study is located within limited-capacity-model of L2 processing. 
Implicit in this model is the idea that the learners’ mind must divide its attention between the 
message conveyance and the formal aspects of language needed for the message to be 
successfully formulated.  
Building on this model of L2 processing, Skehan (1998) argued that a great deal of pressure 
is imposed on the learners’ attention when they perform in an imperfectly learned L2; and this 
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causes the learner to make choices: to devote priority to one aspect of performance, such as 
being accurate, over another, such as being complex. However, these processing limitations can 
be compensated for when learners are provided with the opportunity to strategically plan the 
linguistic and propositional content of a task (Skehan, 1998). 
Over the last fifteen years, there has been a growing body of research exploring various 
dimensions of L2 learners’ performance of tasks. Two theoretically different approaches are 
evident in all attempts made to account for task-based language learning: the psycholinguistic 
approach and the socio-cultural one. In the former, tasks are envisaged as a device that guides 
learners to engage in certain types of information-processing which are essential for effective 
language use and acquisition (Ellis, 2000). Therefore, tasks can directly enhance acquisition by 
providing practice opportunities for automatizing linguistic and discourse resources and for 
engaging syntactic processing (Skehan, 1998). 
The latter is derived from the socio-cultural theory claiming that learning is mediated through 
social interaction (Mitchell & Myles, 2004). As Lantolf (2000) points out, the distinguishing 
concept of sociocultural theory is that higher forms of mental activity are mediated. The theory 
seeks to explain how social activity develops mediated minds. In this theory, it is emphasized 
that mediated learning plays a significant role in enabling learners to practice conscious control 
over such mental activities as problem-solving, attention, and planning. 
Accordingly, the Output Hypothesis  developed by Swain (1985)  argue that language 
production is not constrained to imitation and control of language; rather it engages language 
learners in syntactic processing and assists L2 development. According to the Output 
Hypothesis, the core of L2 production is syntactic processing, and learners need to attend to form 
to which can induce acquisition as they attempt to produce meaningful language. 
A number of studies have explored the impacts of pre-task planning time on learners’ oral 
performance. They confirm the role of strategic planning on complexity (Crooks, 1989; Foster & 
Skehan, 1996; Mehnert, 1998; Ortega, 1999; Sanguran, 2001, cited in Ellis, 2003; Yuan & Ellis, 
2003) and on accuracy of task-based oral performance (Foster & Skehan, 1996; Mehnert, 1998; 
Sanguran, 2001; Wigglesworth, 1997). Therefore, this study is aimed at exploring the impacts of 
pre-task planning on the complexity and accuracy of learners’ oral performance in an EFL 
setting.    
Research Questions  
This study intended to address the following research questions:                                                      
Research Question 1. Does strategic planning have any impact on the accuracy of Iranian EFL 
learners’ oral production? 
 Research Question 2. Does strategic planning have any impact on the complexity of Iranian 
EFL learners’ oral production?                              
                                                                                                                                                 
2.Method 
 2.1-Participants  
This study was conducted with 40 EFL students (male and female) of Islamic Azad 
University (Maragheh Branch) majoring in teaching. Their age range was between  19 to 21 and 
they were studying at intermediate level. They came from two language backgrounds: Turkish 
and Persian. For the homogeneity of the subjects, prior to research, the proficiency test NELT 
(Nelson English Language Tests) was administered to 70 students. From this pool 40 students 
who scored high participated in the study. At the time of the study, the classes had been running 
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for approximately three months; and when the data of the present study were collected, most of 
these learners had been learning English as a foreign language in Iranian schools for eight years. 
None of them had ever been to an English-speaking country and they had had little opportunity 
to use English for communicative purposes outside the classroom. They were told that the 
proficiency test and task they would complete were for the purposes of research but were not 
told the precise purpose and they were assured that the information collected would not affect 
their course grades. These 40 participants were randomly divided into two groups. These two 
groups were labeled as the unguided planners and no-planners. The unguided planers served as 
the experimental group and the no-planners as the control group. Each group performed the same 
type of task, decision-making task, and their performances on the task were recorded and later 
transcribed. The unguided planners were given a 10-minute planning time before task 
performance, but the no-planners were required to perform the task immediately after they were 
given the task.  
2.2. Instrumentation 
This study was conducted with 40 EFL students chosen from among 70 students based on 
their proficiency scores. The proficiency test NELT (Nelson English Language Tests) was 
administered to make sure as to the homogeneity of the two groups in terms of their level of 
proficiency. 
In addition to the proficiency test, cassettes and tape recorders were other key instruments for 
recording the oral production of all participants of the study. The oral production of each group 
was recorded on a separate cassette in the language lab. This research included a specific type of 
task to explore whether this task type would have an impact on learners’ performance. This task 
type was used in this study following Skehan and Foster (1999). This decision-making task 
required the capacity to relate a set of reasons to a set of decisions that have to be made. This 
task type was chosen for a number of reasons. First, this type of task has been used in other 
studies of task types (e.g., Foster & Skehan, 1996; Skehan & Foster, 1997; Skehan & Foster, 
1999) and thus comparison with the results of these studies would be easier. Second, this task is 
monologic rather than diologic. It affords a basis for deriving measures of learner performance 
that is not influenced by interactional variables. Finally, in the previous empirical studies, the 
decision-making task generated significant results most dependably. This task type had the 
advantage that it also lends itself more easily to more complicated pre-task planning conditions: 
decision-making tasks tend to involve the mobilization of sets of values to enable decisions to be 
made about conversational problems. For these reasons, it was decided to use the particular 
example of a decision-making task that is a ‘deserted island’ (Birjandi & Ahangari, 2008). 
 2.3.Procedure 
Permission was granted by Maragheh Islamic Azad University for students to volunteer 
for the research project. Volunteers were told that they would be recorded while performing the 
task in English. It was stressed that the recordings would be confidential and anonymous. Prior 
to research, the proficiency test NELT was administered in order to assure the homogeneity of 
the participants. The subjects of the study were randomly divided into two groups; that is, 
unguided planners who served as the experimental group and no-planners who served as the 
control group.  
Each group was assigned to perform a specific task, a decision–making task, which required the 
capacity to relate a set of reasons to a set of decisions that have to be made. Before performing 
the task, the participants of the two groups were instructed about the task performance and were 
1954  Saeideh Ahangari and Morteza Abdi / Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences 29 (2011) 1950 – 1959
told what they were supposed to do. Every effort was made to make sure that the subjects would 
perform the task in the instructed way. Students were asked to think about the task they had to 
do. The material was not part of class work, and subjects had no exposure to the task type in 
advance. Each subject, after introducing him/herself, started to perform the task and it was 
recorded on a cassette. When all of the participants finished their performance, the subjects’ 
speeches were transcribed and coded. The recording was done in the language lab by the 
researcher.  
 After the task was introduced, the participants of control group were immediately required to 
perform the task without any opportunity to plan their performance. However, the experimental 
group was provided a 10-minute planning time in order to preplan what to say and how to say, 
but no guidance was given to the task performance.  
2.4.Design 
The design of the study was quasi-experimental-intact group design- including an 
experimental group and a control one. The former was given a 10-minute planning time  before 
the task performance; but the latter had to perform immediately. In this study, the pre-task 
planning time (strategic planning) was considered as the independent variable and the two 
dimensions of oral production- complexity and accuracy- were regarded as the dependent 
variables. 
2.5.Variables Measurement  
Following the transcription and coding of the audio-taped data, measures of complexity 
and accuracy were done to evaluate the quality of the participants’ oral production. The same 
measures have been used in previous studies (e.g., Foster & Skehan, 1996; Wendel, 1997, cited 
in Ellis, 2003). The measures were operationalized as follows: 
The data were coded for T-unit. A T-unit is defined as “consisting of one independent clause 
together with whatever dependent clauses are attached to it” (Richards, Platt, & Platt, 1996, p. 
390). The T-unit analysis was initially developed to assess written language and has been 
replaced by the C-unit analysis for oral language. However, the present study used the T-unit 
rather than C-unit (Foster & Skehan, 1996) on the grounds that a non-interactive decision-
making task involves few non-finite units. 
      Complexity: this dimension of L2 production was measured in terms of the number of the 
words per T-unit. The higher the number, the more complex the language. For counting the 
words, only content words (nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs) were considered. The 
repeated content words were not counted as a measure of complexity in this study. 
       Accuracy: to measure the accuracy of L2 production, first clauses in each transcription was 
counted and then the number of grammatical errors was calculated. All errors relating to syntax, 
morphology and lexical choice were considered. Therefore, accuracy was reflected by 
calculating the incidence of errors per T-unit- the higher the number, the less accurate the 
language. Lastly, in order to compare the two groups’ oral performance in terms of complexity 
and accuracy, two different independent t-tests were run between the scores of two groups. 
 
3.Data Analysis 
After collecting the data, the planners and non-planners’ oral performance was 
transcribed. Their oral production was measured based on the established criteria with respect to 
two aspects of linguistic performance: complexity and accuracy. To answer the research 
questions the data were then submitted to statistical analysis which included independent 
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samples t-test. That is, two independent samples t-tests were used in order to measure and 
compare the amount of progress in two dimensions of oral production, complexity and accuracy 
for both groups. In all analysis the alpha was set at .05 
R.Q1: Does strategic planning have any impact on the complexity of learners ’oral production? 
 
 
Table 1: Descriptive Statistics and t-test for Complexity Measurement 
 
Groups                         mean          number          std.deviation             t                df          sig.(2-tailed) 
Planners                    5.46                 20                     1.22                     -3.40           38            .002     
               Non-planners           4.23                 20                     1.05 
 
 
As the descriptive data in table 1 show, the complexity mean score of the participants in planners 
group is 5.46, but the mean score of the participants’ complexity in non-planners group is 4.23. 
In this research, the participants’ complexity has been measured through the number of content 
words per T-unit. So, the higher the obtained score, the better the complexity would be. By 
looking at the mean scores of complexity measures for both groups in tables 1, it becomes clear 
that the complexity mean score of planners is more than the non-planners, but in order to see 
whether this difference is statistically significant an independent t-test was run between the mean 
score of two groups . 
       
As shown in table 1, the difference between the participants complexity measures in two groups 
was significant (t (38) =3.40, p= 0.002). It means that the number of the words the subjects have 
produced has risen when they had the opportunity to plan before performing the task. 
 
R.Q2: Does pre-task planning have any impact on the accuracy of learners’ oral production? 
 
Similarly, another independent samples t-test was conducted in order to measure and compare 
the participants’ accuracy in both groups. In this research, accuracy has been measured through 
the number of errors per T-units. So, the smaller the obtained score, the better the accuracy 
would be. 
 
Table 2: Descriptive Statistics and t-test for Accuracy Measurement 
 
Groups                         mean          number          std.deviation             t                df          sig.(2-tailed) 
Planners                      .63                 20                    .23                         -.44              38            .65 
Non-planners             .67                 20                    .31 
 
 
By a brief look at the mean scores of accuracy measures for the participants of two groups in 
table 2 we notice that planners have outperformed non-planners in terms of the accuracy of their 
performance, because the mean score of planners is .63 while the mean score of the non-planners 
is .67. As it has been mentioned before in the accuracy measurement the less the score, the better 
the performance would be. But in order to see whether this difference is statistically significant 
or not, an independent t-test was run between the accuracy mean scores of two groups. 
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As indicated in table2,  there was no statistically significant improvement in the accuracy of 
planners-group (t (38)= .449,P=0.656). Drawing on the results obtained from the independent t-
test, the second research question is negatively responded. 
To sum up, the results of the analysis obtained from independent samples t-tests indicate 
that the planners-group outperformed the non-planners group with respect to complexity 
measures of oral production. However, considering the accuracy of participants’ performance 
even though planners’ accuracy was better than the non-planners’, this difference was not 
statistically significant. According to the obtained results of the study, the first research question 
of the study is responded positively but the second one is responded negatively. Therefore, 
providing learners with the opportunity of a 10-minute planning time assists them to be more 
complex in their speech production. 
  
4. Discussion 
The present study was designed to shed light on our understanding of instructional 
choices when language learning tasks are used. The underlying rational is one in which there is 
limited-capacity processing ability and in which tensions between a concern to be accurate and a 
concern to take risks and use more complex language need to be balanced. Compared to other 
studies, it has taken the view that learners’ processing capacity in EFL contexts are extremely 
limited due to scarcity of exposure to the target language and the subsequent difficulty of 
focusing attention on the two aspects of oral production simultaneously. The present study has 
focused on the impact of one task type (decision-making) and then on the influence of the task 
implementation condition of pre-task planning (strategic planning).  
Using a range of measures, the researcher found some evidence that pre-task planning 
resulted in improvement in learners’ oral performance. The findings are supported by 
information processing theory that human beings posses limited capacity which does not allow 
the speaker to attend to all aspects of the language at the time of task performance. The findings 
of the study are also supported by Swain’s (1985) output hypothesis, that in order to speak we 
have to actually speak. Through the strategic planning of the task performance, learners may be 
pushed to notice their problems and try to repair them in their actual performance. 
The results of the study are also consistent with Skehan’s (1998) cognitive approach 
which claims that language users vary in the extent to which they emphasize accuracy or 
complexity, with some tasks predisposing them to focus on complexity, and others on accuracy. 
Providing learners the opportunity to plan the decision-making task performance, they give 
priority to being more complex rather than being more accurate.  
The first research question was formulated to explore the effects of the pre-task planning on L2 
complexity. The results of the present study regarding speech complexity are in line with those 
of Crooks (1989), Foster and Skehan (1996), Mehnert (1998), Ortega (1999). These studies 
indicate that providing learners with the opportunity to plan can increase the complexity of their 
production. They also suggest that this effect can be enhanced if learners have a reasonable 
length of time to plan, say 10 minutes. Therefore, the finding of this study lends support to the 
previous studies regarding the effect of pre-task planning on the complexity of learners’ oral 
production. 
The second research question addressed the effects of planning time on L2 speech 
accuracy. The findings in this study did not indicate a statistically significant effect on L2 
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accuracy as a result of providing planning time, which is not in line with the findings of Foster 
and Skehan (1996), Mehnert (1998) and Wigglesworth (1997). Although the participants have 
the required time to avoid uttering inaccurate structures or structures they are not that much 
familiar with, when they come to produce L2 under the real time pressure, they fall short of 
using this strategy. The results of the study reveal that participants were not able to use the pre-
planned forms when they were to make decisions under the real time pressure. On the other 
hand, this study lends support to the findings of Ortega (1999) and Yuan and Ellis (2003) who 
concluded that the pre-task planning time cannot lead to the development of accuracy. It seems 
that when learners are given pre-task planning time, even though they have enough time to 
prepare what they are going to utter, they are likely to forget the planned structures while 
performing the task under the real time pressure. When learners are provided with the 
opportunity to plan strategically, they remember the content better than linguistic structures. 
Simply put, when learners are given time prior to their actual task performance, they think more 
about the content itself rather than the form. They get involved in performing the task and put 
emphasis on complexity at the cost of accuracy due to attention’s limited capacity. 
 
5.Conclusion  
This study sought to examine the effects of pre-task planning time on the complexity, and 
accuracy of Iranian learners’ oral production in a decision-making task. The research was 
conducted with 40 college students majoring in English language at intermediate level. Doing 
the same task, the participants’ oral performance in both strategic planners and non-planners was 
recorded and measured based on the established criteria. The effect of pre-task planning on the 
two aspects of language production was determined by comparing the participants’ performance 
in strategic planners and non-planners groups. 
Previous research findings provide evidence supporting the effectiveness of pre-task 
planning in enhancing complexity but not accuracy. The findings of the present study provided 
support for the close link between pre-task planning as a metacognitive strategy and complex 
oral performance. The findings of this research supported Swain’s (1985) claim that production 
is not limited to imitation and control of language; rather, it engages language learners in 
semantic processing. She argues that learners can employ semantic processing to comprehend 
input without having to pay close attention to linguistic form.  
This study also supports the claim by information processing theory that attentional 
capacity is limited; when learners attend to one aspect of a demanding task, they find it hard to 
spare attention for another aspect (Skehan, 1998b). This study shows that the nature of the 
planning that learners engage in predisposes them to prioritize different aspects of language. 
Planning prior to task performance seems to predispose learners to attend to propositional 
content and its organization and it results in enhanced complexity. It is generally agreed that 
learners with limited L2 proficiency trade-off attention to one aspects of language against 
another when given the opportunity to plan the performance of a challenging task. 
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